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Te All-Volunteer 
Armed Forces 

William R. King 

For most of its history, the United States has sup-
ported its peacetime defense esablishment on 
a volunteer basis. However, within most of the 

lifetime of most living Americans, peacetime military 
conscription has been the accepted pracice.1

 Te United States returned to its traditional peace-
time pracice when, on 27 January 1973, Secretary of 
Defense Melvin R. Laird announced that the armed 
forces henceforth would depend exclusively on volunteer 
soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines. Tis termination of 
more than three decades of military conscription came 
afer nearly a decade of study by the Department of 
Defense (DOD) and other interesed parties. 

Te decision to move to an all-volunteer force 
(AVF) was made prior to 27 March 1969 when 
President Nixon appointed an advisory commission 
on an all-volunteer armed force under the chair-
manship of Te Honorable Tomas S. Gates Jr., 
former secretary of defense. Te President’s state-
ment announcing the formation of the commission 
charged it with developing “… a comprehensive plan 

for eliminating conscription and moving toward an 
all-volunteer armed force.”2 

Te “Gates Commission” chose to address two gen-
eral questions which appear to be of broader scope than 
the charge given by the President:

• Is an all-volunteer force feasible?
• Regardless of whether an all volunteer force is

feasible, is it desirable?3 

On 20 February 1970, the commission submited 
its report. Its essence is summed up in two paragraphs 
from Secretary Gates’ leter of transmital: 

We unanimously believe that the nation’s interests wil 
be beter served by an al-volunteer force, supported by and 
efective stand-by draf, than by a mixed force of volunteers 
and conscripts; that steps should be taken promptly to more 
in this direction; and that the frst indisensable step is to 
remove the present inequity in the pay of men serving their 
frst term in the armed forces. 

We have satisfed ourselves that a volunteer force wil not 
jeopardize national security, and we believe it wil have a ben-
efcial efect on the military as wel as the rest of our society.4 

Status, 
 Prospects and
 Alternatives 
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Te administration accepted the commission’s 
recommendation in principle, but extended the rec-
ommended timetable for two years until 1 July 1973. 
Congress approved a two-year extension of induction 
authority until that date, thus creating a “transition 
period” extending from 1970 until January 1973 when 
the draf actually ended. 

Te transition period was one of planning and ex-
perimentation for DOD. During that uncertain period, 
many ofcials and laymen were doubtful that the Gates 
Commission’s conclusions were valid. Te fact that 
the draf was ended six months ahead of schedule in 
January 1973 undoubtedly refects both efective plan-
ning and the infuence of uncontrollable factors such 
as the economy and declines in the magnitude of the 
war-stimulated need for large military forces. However, 
as Binkin and Johnston state in their 1973 study of the 
transitional achievements in preparing for the AVF: 

Taken together, these achievements suggest that this 
nation can accomplish what no other nation has ever 
atempted—to maintain an acive armed force of over two 
milion men and women on a voluntary basis.5 

Since the AVF was instituted fully in 1973, many 
skeptics appear to have been converted. Te AVF is 
in existence and DOD routinely produces statistics 
which demonstrate that the military forces generally 
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during peacetime wil depend upon the economic situation 
and other interelated factors, some of which—such as public 
atitudes toward the armed forces—cannot be predicted with 
any certainty.8 

Te AVF: Its Status and Its Problems 
Te AVF has been in operation for four full years. 

Yet, despite the fact that it has been shown to be 
generally feasible in aggregate statistical terms,9 it has 
produced consequences which serve to raise serious 
questions concerning its future viability, the quality of 
the defense that we are buying and the AVF’s efect on 
our nation and society. 

Among the most crucial issues concerning the AVF 
in 1977 are: 

• Is the AVF solely a peacetime concept, and does 
it, therefore, fail to achieve some basic national security 
objectives?

• Does the AVF unfairly distribute the burdens of 
defense to various segments of the population?

• Will the AVF ultimately undermine the nation’s 
defense capability through an erosion of public conf-
dence in the military which leads to decreasing support 
for defense expenditures?

• Will the AVF ultimately undermine the level of 
patriotism in the American public?

• Will the AVF lead to greater isolation of the mili-
tary from the rest of society? 

• Does the nature of the AVF restrict the range of 
policy choices available to our leaders in using military 
forces to achieve national objectives? 

Each of these broader national societal issues was 
recognized by the Gates Commission and dealt with 
on a logical basis. However, litle empirical evidence 
was available then relating to these issues. Today, none 
of the issues have been resolved fnally, but a greater 
body of experience and evidence has been esablished 
regarding the performance of the AVF, its projected 
future and the validity of the overall set of assumptions 
on which the commission’s study was based. 

AVF Costs 
Te concept of the “cost” of the AVF, as with any 

defense manpower cost concept, is subject to many 
defnitions and interpretations. 

Te most obvious defnition of “defense manpow-
er cost” is the “defense payroll”—Active and Reserve 
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military personnel appropriations, costs of direct-hire 
civilians, costs of family housing supplied to military 
personnel and military retired pay. Te defense pay-
roll was $49.3 billion in Fiscal Year (FY) 1976. Tis 
represents more than 54 percent of the total defense 
budget—as contrasted with 43 percent in 1964. 

Other defnitions of defense manpower costs push 
the manpower proportion even higher. For instance, 
if the nonpay operating costs of recruiting, medical, 
training and commissary facilities are included in the 
defnition, the total manpower cost becomes $53 bil-
lion, or 58 percent of total defense outlays. 

Whatever the defnition, the large manpower ex-
penditure levels, the rapid rise in manpower’s absolute 
cost and its proportion of the defense budget have 
led to overall concern, as well as to concern about the 
efect of the AVF on these costs. Tese concerns refect 
the belief that manpower costs are increasing at a faster 
rate than our ability to absorb them in the defense bud-
get. If this is so, manpower expenditures inevitably will 
channel resources away from weapons system procure-
ment, thereby, in all likelihood, leading to an overall 
decrease in our defense capacity. 

Volunteer, which included the budget cost for various 
pay raises, bonuses, recruiting and other expenses 
which clearly were associated with the “AVF decision.” 
Te approximate $3 billion annual Project Volunteer 
cost was publicized widely as the “cost of the all-volun-
teer force.” When other personnel-related budget in-
creases are taken into account, total costs for the AVF 
of as high as $5.6 billion per year may be calculated.11 

Future AVF Costs—Future manpower costs are 
of grave concern to those who believe that defense 
expenditures will be “capped” eventually in some sense. 
In such a case, the mandated nature of increases in 
manpower costs would tend to divert resources from 
weapons systems and other defense needs, thus reduc-
ing the nation’s overall defense capability. 

Te table shows Congressional Budget Ofce 
(CBO) estimates for defense manpower costs under 
current defense policy—that is, cost increases refect 
infation and increased retirement costs, but no policy 
changes. Tey show a potential 36-percent increase in 
defense manpower costs over the next four fscal years. 

Tese manpower cost fgures are not presented 
as realistic by the CBO since the President’s budget 

Certainly, the AVF represents only one element 
of this tremendous manpower cost increase. Other 
important elements were the 1967 legislation which 
placed the pay of Federal civilians and military ca-
reerists on a par with private sector remuneration, the 
vastly increasing numbers of retired military personnel 
and changes in the enlisted/ofcer composition of the 
force which increased unit manpower costs while the 
total force size was decreasing.10 

Historical AVF Costs—For FY 1971 through FY 
1974, the DOD budget cost of the AVF was ex-
pressed ofcially in a separate budget category, Project 

expressly entertains prosects for policy changes to re-
duce outlays as well as real manpower costs. However, 
they grossly illustrate the potential magnitude of the 
future defense manpower cost situation under current 
policy parameters. However, these costs may not be so 
unrealistic since signifcantly increased manpower costs 
may, in fact, be one of the few ways to sustain the AVF 
into the 1980s. 

AVF Costs for Increased Force Levels—In addition 
to aggregate projections of the growing magnitude of 
manpower costs, a critical defense manpower issue is 
the future cost of the AVF under increased force levels. 
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Since the military esablishment is meant to be an in-
strument of US policy, it is reasonable to ask how costs 
will behave should it be necessary to increase force lev-
els. Tis is an important question because the current 
apparent viability and cost of the AVF is a direct result 
of the vastly decreased force levels which occurred with 
implementation of the AVF. 

Tis important question has been addressed12 using 
a General Research Corporation model on the basis of 
Project Volunteer incremental costs (about $3 billion) 
and modest ($310 million) “opportunity costs” which 
are the savings which now could be realized from a 
return to the draf. While neither of these cost con-
cepts incorporate “total economic cost,” both are cost 
estimates which tend to make the AVF appear to be 
relatively more atracive than the draf in the current 
situation (because of the relatively modest savings asso-
ciated with a return to the draf). 

When the relevant incremental costs13 are taken 
into account, the incremental cost of increasing the 
enlisted force size more than about 10 percent becomes 
quite large under the AVF. For instance, the study 
estimates that the maintenance of a force of 3.1 million 
enlisted personnel (the Vietnam peak level) would cost 
$29 billion more under the AVF than using the draf. 
At a force level of 4 million, the cost diference is a 
staggering $67.5 billion more under the AVF. 

Tis means that, on a budget cost basis, the AVF 
is essentially a peacetime concept and that any emer-
gency situation probably would require reliance on an 
almost immediate return to a draf. 

Military Manpower Requirements 
One of the important factors which facilitated the 

transition to an AVF was the decrease in military man-
power requirements created by the end of the Vietnam 
War. Military manpower peaked at about 3.55 million in 
FY 1968 but rapidly declined to below the pre-Vietnam 
level of about 2.4 million by FY 1972. Currently, total mil-
itary manpower (FY 1976) is at the level of 2.08 million. 

Clearly, this 41-percent reduction in military man-
power from the Vietnam peak was a major facilitating 
factor in achieving the current situation in which all 
services are manned at or near their strength objectives. 

Enlisted Accessions—One of the acid tests for the 
AVF always has been considered to be its ability to 
generate sufcient volunteers. Te military services 

require young and vigorous personnel, thus necessitat-
ing personnel turnover and continuing requirements 
for new enlistees from the 17 to 21 age group. 

Much of the study and analysis which went into 
the AVF decision and the plans for the manner in 
which it would be implemented were focused to-
ward assurance of an adequate supply of enlisted 
volunteers. Indeed, a primary recommendation of 
the Gates Commission was that military pay rates 
be increased to make military service relatively more 
atracive to this age group. 

During the frst year of the AVF, the Army fell more 
than 23,000 short of its recruiting objectives, and the 
DOD as a whole had a shortfall of 33,000. Te services 
adjusted their recruiting personnel and pracices, and 
an economic recession ensued, thus enabling the ser-
vices to improve their performance in the second year. 

Te Future of AVF Recruiting—Tere is every indi-
cation that the outlook for AVF recruiting is not as 
bright as it has been in the recent past, even if no force 
size changes are undertaken. Te primary reasons 
for this more negative outlook are declining future 
populations in the military-age population group, 
improved economic conditions and the outlook for 
military pay relative to civilian pay. 

During the next 10 years, the United States will 
face a sizable decrease in the population of mili-
tary-age youths. Te 18-year-old male population will 
decline from 2.15 million in 1976 to about 1.7 million 
in the late 1980s and to a low of 1.6 million in the ear-
ly 1990s.14 Tus, while the United States experienced 
peak populations in the relevant age groups during the 
period when the modern AVF was being implement-
ed, it faces a sharply contrasting population situation 
in the next 10 to 15 years. 

While it is never easy to forecast the economy, 
there has been an upturn over the recent year, and 
forecasts are generally for improved economic condi-
tions over the next fve years. 

Te CBO has forecast a decline in the unemploy-
ment rate from 7.9 percent in September 1976 to 4.2 
percent in 1982, with corresponding declines in the 
rate for 18 to 19-year-old males from 19 percent to 10 
percent.15 If this projection is valid, it means that the 
military will be forced to compete more directly with 
civilian employment opportunities for the ever-de-
creasing number of military-age youth. 
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By any measure, military pay has increased much 
more rapidly than civilian pay over the past decade. 
An Ofce of Naval Research study16 suggests that, 
when the diferential costs of living of military and 
civilian personnel are taken into account, the real 
increase in pay for military E-1s (the lowest pay grade) 
has been 193.4 percent from 1964 to 1973, while the 
corresponding civilian production and nonsupervisory 
(nonagricultural) worker’s pay increased in real terms 
only 10.3 percent during the same period. 

Tese enormous increases in military enlisted pay 
relative to pay for comparable civilian employment 
have had signifcant impact on enlistments.17 Since “GI 
Bill” benefts expired at the end of calendar 1976, and 
since it is unlikely that comparable relative gains will 
occur in the future as they have in the recent past, real 
questions can be raised concerning the impact of pay 
and benefts on future recruiting. 

Tis relatively unfavorable recruiting environment 
can be used to forecast that “… over the next fve years 
substantial raises will have to be made to produce num-
bers and quality of military recruits.”18 

Te magnitude of the recruiting problem facing 
the military is put into clear persective by Johnston 
and Guy19 who estimate that the acive duty military 
will have to recruit one out of every three “qualifed 
and available”20 male youths until 1980 and that this 
proportion increases to 40 percent of the qualifed 
and available pool in the 1985-89 period. When 
Reserve requirements of 100,000 annual nonprior 
service accessions are taken into account, the ra-
tios become 40 percent for 1975-80 and 50 percent 
for 1985-90. Tis means that, by the late 1980s, the 
military “total force” will be faced with the problem 
of recruiting one of every two qualifed and available 
males in the population. 

Te Reserve Forces 
Unlike the Active forces, whose present strength levels 

give the appearance of a viable AVF, the Reserve forces are 
experiencing signifcant quantity and quality problems. 

These difficulties are especially important because the 
“total force policy”—in which integrated plans are made 
for “… all the resources available to perform the various 
national defense missions …”21—relies so heavily on 
Reserve forces, and the enormous cost of an AVF expan-
sion, which creates a greater need to rely on the Reserves. 

Under the total force concept, Ready Reserve com-
ponents are given heavy responsibility for augment-
ing the Active forces in an emergency. Te selected 
Reserve must provide units to augment Active force 
units, and the Individual Ready Reserve (IRR) is the 
primary source of individuals trained for replacement 
and augmentation. 

Since the United States no longer has an operational 
Selective Service System,22 these represent the only sup-
port available to Active forces for a perhaps prolonged 
period until a draf can be acivated, implemented and 
begins to produce trained forces. 

All Reserve component strength levels now are 
below Congressional foors, but the bulk of the short-
falls exist in the Army Reserve and Army National 
Guard where the shortfall is predicted to increase 
from 44,000 to 108,000 by the end of FY 1978. Te 
projected reductions in IRR strengths also are serious. 
Enlisted strength projections show a decline by FY 
1982 to 63 percent of the FY 1976 level.23 

Te changing quality of the Reserve forces is 
refected by signifcant decreases in upper mental 
categories and upper levels of educational atainment. 
Tis is in clear contrast to the situation existing in 
the Active forces where quality levels have held up 
reasonably well under the AVF. 

Te seriousness of these quality changes is pointed 
out when one considers the diferences in learning 
ability and retention ability which would seem to 
be required in the Reserve forces. Unlike his acive 
counterpart, the reservist cannot send large blocks 
of time to learn and pracice new skills. He must learn 
rapidly in his short “drill” or “camp” experiences, and 
he must retain these skills, without the opportunity 
for pracice, while he is undertaking prolonged peri-
ods of unrelated civilian acivities. 

Atrition 
One of the major problems facing the acive duty 

AVF is atrition. Enlisted atrition in the Army was 
106,596 in FY 1976. Tis means that signifcantly more 
enlisted personnel terminated their Army service prior 
to the expiration of their term of service than were sep-
arated routinely at the normal completion of their term 
(including retirees). About 70 percent of these sepa-
rations prior to the expiration of the normal term of 
service are classifed as “adverse”—for example, trainee 
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discharges, misconduct, expeditious discharges, unsuit-
ability and unftness—and a large proportion (about 
80,000 for overall DOD) involved personnel in their 
frst year of service. Tese frst-year losses represent 
about 20 percent of total accessions for the period.24 

Te impact of this atrition rate on manpower costs 
is direct and signifcant. Te military expends funds 
to recruit, train, pay, house and clothe these individ-
uals, and gets litle in return. Tese separations, and 
the events preceding them, cannot but have negative 
impacts on military morale. Moreover, the social cost 
to the nation of creating this number of “failures,” and 
the consequent efect on recruiting of having signifcant 
numbers of “antimilitary salesmen” infuencing the 
choices of potential enlistees, is staggering.25 

Other AVF Problems 
Among the other areas in which the AVF has creat-

ed consequences which may be of concern are combat 
and technical skills bonuses, physician shortages and 
the representativeness of the AVF. 

Combat and Technical Skills Bonuses—The ser-
vices have used various bonuses for enlistments and 
re-enlistments to fill otherwise unattractive (combat 
and sea duty) positions and positions requiring high 
levels of technical skills. DOD spent $109.2 million 
on bonuses in FY 1976. Of the enlistment bonuses 
($67.8 million), almost 90 percent went to “combat 
arms” bonuses and about 10 percent to “technical 
skills” bonuses. Combat arms bonuses were given to 
more than 25,000 enlistees in FY 1976—an indica-
tion that even current high rates of military pay are 
not sufficiently attractive to attract adequate recruits 
to these high-risk jobs. 

Physician Shortages—Physician shortages continue 
to plague the military services. Just as draf-motivated 
reservists are leaving the Reserve forces, the draf-mo-
tivated Berry plan is producing constantly decreasing 
numbers of physician accessions. Future fows of med-
ical personnel depend largely on the services’ ability to 
atract volunteers for this vital skill area. 

Representativeness of the AVF—Te AVF is reason-
ably representative of the overall US population except 
in terms of the proportion of women and blacks. 

Women make up only 5.3 percent of overall DOD 
strength—a signifcant increase from the 1.1 percent 
in 1964 and the 3.5 percent in 1974, but not even 

close to their representation in the population or to 
the potential which many believe to exist. 

Te black proportion of the Army has increased 
to 23.7 percent as opposed to 16.6 percent for overall 
DOD. Tis contrasts with about an 11-percent repre-
sentation in the population and suggests that blacks 
arc carrying more than their “fair share” of the US 
defense burden. 

Taking Another Look at the AVF 
In the light of all of these AVF problems, it seems 

reasonable to consider, from the standpoint of the 
20/20 hindsight of which we are all amply possessed, 
the assumptions made by the Gates Commission in its 
determination of the AVF’s feasibility and desirability. 
Tis “Monday-morning quarterbacking” is unfair to 
the commission, but it is revealing to examine these 
assumptions in the light of the evidence which has been 
developed since. 

Te Selective Service System 
Te most apparent “implementing assumption” of 

the AVF decision was that of an “efective standby draf.” 
Tis assumption is so apparent because Secretary Gates 
included it in the key topical sentence of his transmital 
leter for the commission’s report, and a full chapter in 
the report is devoted to the standby draf.26 

Subsequent to implementation of the AVF, the 
Selective Service System was reduced to the level of a cen-
tralized planning acivity whose basic task is to plan for 
the possible institution of a draf under future potential 
emergency conditions. All volunteer local draf board 
personnel have been deacivated so that the only remain-
ing vestiges of an $80 million agency which registered, 
classifed, examined and inducted more than 10 million 
men in FY 1971, with the aid of thousands of volunteers, 
is a small Washington, DC, headquarters and personnel 
who maintain reacivation plans at the state level. 

AVF Turnover Rates 
Te Gates Commission assumed that about 265,000 

enlisted accessions per year would be required to sup-
port the current force level of approximately 2.1 mil-
lion.27 In fact, DOD plans to bring in between 400,000 
to 470,000 new enlisted personnel each year over the 
next fve years in order to sustain the 2.1 million level. 
Tus, the actual requirements for new accessions are 

https://draft.26
https://staggering.25
https://period.24
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more than 50 percent higher than those which were 
assumed by the Gates Commission. 

Te Gates assumptions concerning enlisted turn-
over were that enlisted accession requirements would 
be about three-fourths of what they had been in the 
mixed force of volunteers and drafees.28 In fact, turn-
over rates have increased signifcantly under the AVF 
despite the fact that all volunteers sign up for longer 
tours of duty than the two-year commitments which 
were required of drafees. Tus, despite the fact that 
one of the logical premises on which the Gates turn-
over assumptions are based is logically valid—that is, 
that increased average commitments should lead to 
decreased turnover (all other things being equal)— 
turnover has risen, not fallen, under the AVF. 

Re-Enlistment Rates 
Current plans calling for DOD to hold the number 

of enlisted personnel with more than four years service 
to less than 40 percent of the force are in contrast to 
the 48 percent which was assumed by the commission. 
Hence, whatever may have been the underlying validity 
of the Gates projections, events have not borne out the 
re-enlistment assumptions. 

Demand-Reduction Programs 
Among the key implementing assumptions of the 

Gates Commission Report are those involving a variety 
of “demand reduction” programs in DOD. Tese are 
programs which, in one way or another, are expected 
to reduce DOD’s requirements for its basic, and most 
difcult to obtain, resource—the qualifed young man. 

The basic theses of the Gates analysis were three-
fold: first, that conscription, with its understated 
total cost for conscripts, induced the military to use 
manpower inefficiently; second, that the increased 
manpower costs of the AVF would motivate more 
efficient usage; and, third, that there were ample 
opportunities for such increased manpower efficien-
cies, and, hence, opportunities to reduce demand for 
young qualified men. 

A wide variety of programs have the potential for 
such demand reductions. Among those explicitly treat-
ed by the Gates Commission are: capital substitution, 
civilianization and re-enlistment rate improvement. In 
contrast with the Gates assumptions, DOD has pur-
sued none of these programs vigorously. 

AVF Costs 
Many of the Gates cost estimates are at variance 

with the cost realities of today and the future. For 
instance, current turnover rates have added to recruit-
ing, training and change-of-status costs while the Gates 
Commission repeatedly refers to signifcant reductions 
in manpower costs which would result from anticipat-
ed decreases in turnover.29 

Te precise magnitude of this cost diference is dif-
fcult to pinpoint, but the Gates Commission estimat-
ed a savings of more than $800 million from reduced 
accessions, training requirements, and so forth.30 A 
recent CBO study estimates that $160 million could 
be saved by merely returning frst-term atrition to 
1974 levels.31 Tis implies a cost diference of about $1 
billion between the Gates assumptions and the actual 
cost impact of turnover. 

Alternatives to the AVF 
Since the performance of the AVF presents a “mixed 

picture,” it is wise for us to look into AVF alternatives. 
Among those which might be considered are:
• A return to the draf. 
• A “reserve-only” draf. 
• A “beter-managed” AVF. 
• Universal military training. 
• National service. 

(a) Compulsory. 
(b) Voluntary. 

Return to the Draf 
A natural alternative to the AVF is a return to the 

pracice of conscripting recruits into the military. Tis 
is the system with which we are most familiar, and it 
would necessarily avoid many of the problems associat-
ed with the present and future AVF. 

However, the draf alternative cannot be justifed 
on the basis of signifcant cost savings unless dramatic 
pay decreases in the lower ranks are undertaken. Even 
then, the savings would not be as great as have been 
the budget costs of the AVF since many of the benefts 
which were ofered to military personnel under the 
AVF have been institutionalized. 

Te annual savings to accrue from a return to 
the draf have been estimated between $325 million 
and $2.8 billion—the former fgure being that of no 
pay decreases and the later being the extreme case 

https://levels.31
https://forth.30
https://turnover.29
https://draftees.28
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involving the institution of poverty-level compensa-
tion for recruits.32 

One of the factors mitigating against the draf 
is public atitudes. In 1973, nearly 79 percent of 
Americans favored abolition of the draf, and, since 
many of the AVF’s problems are not well known by the 
public, there is no reason to believe that the draf has 
wider public support now.33 

Reserve-Only Draf 
A mixture of the draf and AVF which would 

alleviate some, but not all, of the AVF problems is a 
“Reserve-only” draf. Under such a plan, individuals 
would be drafed—probably on a lotery basis—into 
the IRR, given the essential training and, then, afer 
some period, assume only the modest military respon-
sibilities of a member of the IRR. 

Tis alternative would resolve directly many of the 
problems which exist for the Reserves under the AVF, and 
it would provide a modest “draf inducement” to enlist-
ment in the Active or Reserve forces. It would not be inor-
dinately costly, but it would require the reinstitution of a 
Selective Service System—something that we probably will 
do eventually to provide us with a backup draf capability. 

Te primary disadvantages of such a system are the 
“hidden” economic and social costs of any draf and the 
fact that the plan does not address the broad range of 
problems which are facing the AVF. 

A Beter-Managed AVF 
One of the alternatives to the current system is a 

beter-managed AVF. Tis does not imply that the 
AVF has been mismanaged. Indeed, DOD has done an 
outstanding job of instituting a radically new system 
into a huge organization. 

However, an awareness of the current AVF prob-
lems and a commitment to improve them is an essen-
tial prerequisite to development of a comprehensive 
plan for atainment of a beter-managed force. Some of 
the elements of such a plan should be: 

• Demand reduction programs—such as capital 
substitution for labor, increased use of women, in-
creased overhead reductions, civilianization, greater use 
of contractor support and, encouragement of higher 
re-enlistment rates. 

• Supply enhancement programs—such as those 
which will atract older recruits, prior-service persons 

and individuals possessing civilian-acquired skills, 
decreased quality standards, increased paid advertising 
and educational incentive programs.

• Improvements in the quality of military life—to 
assure the fulfllment of recruiting promises and to 
improve the atitudes of enlisted personnel. 

• Enlisted atrition reduction programs. 

Universal Military Training 
Universal military training (UMT) is the generic 

term used to describe various plans under which “ev-
eryone” would be given at least a minimum amount of 
military training on a compulsory basis. Such systems 
exist in countries such as Israel, Sweden, Switzerland 
and the USSR (although it is not ofcially recognized 
as such there). 

Support for the UMT concept apparently is surpris-
ingly strong among young people. However, it is interest-
ing to note that the concept receives much higher support 
than do any of the several secifc UMT plans which 
respondents were queried about in a 1965 survey.34 

High military training costs per recruit would make 
the UMT concept a costly one.35 Te additional cost 
would be at least $20 billion annually, possibly much 
more depending on the necessity for increasing physical 
facilities, weapons, and so forth. If the military could 
reduce signifcantly its recruit training costs through 
increased class size or other means, the UMT concept 
might be less costly than it generally is perceived to be. 

National Service 
“National service” is another generic term which 

is used to describe a variety of plans having the 
common element of service in a variety of military 
and nonmilitary fields which are deemed to be in the 
nation’s best interests. 

A number of varieties of national service may be 
distinguished:

• Compulsory national service—in which all are 
required to serve in some military or nonmilitary 
capacity.

• Alternative national service—in which all would 
be required to serve, but those choosing nonmilitary 
service would be exempted from a military obligation.

• “Voluntary” national service—in which nonmil-
itary service is encouraged, but it does not exempt one 
from a military obligation. 

https://survey.34
https://recruits.32
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• “Minimally coercive” national service—in which 
everyone is required to register and be evaluated, but 
there is no service commitment. 

• “Pure” voluntary national service—in which no 
commitment for service (military or nonmilitary) ex-
ists but such service is encouraged and facilitated. 

Te United States today has a purely voluntary 
system of the later variety since both military and 
nonmilitary service programs such as the Peace Corps 
are encouraged, but not required of anyone. Te 
“voluntary” system, (#3), is something of a misnomer 
since it is the system which existed in the United States 
during the draf era. 

Te other options are of greater interest: 
Minimaly Coercive National Service—Under this 

system, all Americans would be required to register, 
to take medical and aptitude tests and to be counseled 
concerning the various military and nonmilitary ser-
vice options which are available. Diagnosis of physical 
and educational problems also would be provided so 
that, even if the individual did not choose to serve, 
he or she could be referred to the most appropriate 
medical care or educational programs. Such a sys-
tem might include a backup draf to accommodate 
military requirements should the voluntary choice 
process not fulfll them. However, evidence suggests 
that defense personnel requirements might be met 
without resort to a draf. 

Alternative National Service—Tis national service con-
cept would involve a commitment on the part of everyone 
to serve in some capacity. Tose who chose to enter non-
military service would be exempt from military service. 
However, quotas or a draf for the military would be 
required to ensure achievement of military requirements. 

Compulsory National Service—Tis is the most coer-
cive form of national service. It would involve a draf 
into various forms of service with the forms of service 
and the selection of individuals to perform various 
services being determined “by the system” largely on 
the basis of national goals and priorities rather than as a 
mater of individual preference. 

All of the various forms of national service have the 
advantage of enabling the nation to pursue national 
goals with greater efectiveness. Moreover, even the 
least coercive option should serve to resolve many of 
the current problems of the AVF because it would 
require registration for service (and hence facilitate the 

use of the draf in emergencies) and provide a greater 
number of youths with information about military life, 
thereby increasing the likelihood of their enlisting.36 

Additionally, such systems directly address the 
severe youth unemployment problem37 through pro-
viding vocational testing and counseling for all, and job 
training and experience for those who participate. 

Te registration, evaluation and counseling element 
of even the minimally coercive national service alterna-
tive also would serve to: 

• Identify and assess the skills and defciencies of 
young Americans.

• Prescribe remedial or skill-enhancing acivities 
which the individual may wish to consider.

• Ofer factual information concerning a wide 
range of service and training opportunities for which 
the individual may be suited.

• Facilitate the channeling of resources into critical 
areas of national need. 

Of course, the cost of any national service program 
would be high—although it could be accomplished for 
much less than many believe through the cooperation 
of existing private service and volunteer agencies and 
through the use of volunteers as leaders and trainers. 
Te benefts to the nation from such a system—in 
terms of work accomplished in our cities, parks, water-
ways and shores—as well as in benefts to the people 
who participate, are potentially enormous. 

Summary 
Te current AVF has produced some undesirable 

consequences. Further problems can be foreseen that 
will reduce the AVF to a peacetime acivity that can 
be prepared to cope with signifcant emergencies 
only at great cost and with great delays. Such a force 
reduces our international credibility as well as our 
ability to defend ourselves and to meet our world-
wide commitments. 

Te time has come to conduct a searching and can-
did evaluation of the AVF, its efectiveness, its costs 
and its impact on our society. In doing so, we should 
examine various alternatives to the AVF from the 
overall persective of our national goals. Only through 
such an analysis of alternatives will we be able to 
choose that system which will serve us best in both 
peace and war. 

https://enlisting.36
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